Association of postpartum thyroid dysfunction with antepartum hormonal and immunological changes.
Postpartum thyroid dysfunction (PPTD) develops during the first 9 months in up to 50% of women who have thyroid peroxidase antibodies (anti-TPOAb +ve). Humoral immunity in PPTD has been well documented, but the cellular immunological events accompanying the Th2 to Th1 state postpartum are less clear. Peripheral blood lymphocyte cytokine secretion was examined in 48 TPOAb +ve and 33 TPOAb -ve women at 36 wk gestation and at 6, 12, and 24 wk postpartum. Eighteen women with PPTD had significantly greater secretion of interferon gamma and IL-4 than euthyroid women at 36 wk gestation with no significant differences in cytokine secretion at other time points. Also, at 36 wk gestation, the median plasma cortisol concentration in the PPTD group was significantly lower than the euthyroid group (442 nmol/liter vs. 567 nmol/liter, P < 0.02). There were no differences between the groups in levels of prolactin, progesterone, or estradiol. These data suggest that there may be less immunological suppression at 36 wk in TPOAb +ve women destined to develop PPTD possibly because of lower levels of cortisol. Thus, the immunological determinants of PPTD may in part occur antenatally, although the mechanism(s) for this is still unclear.